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we offer incentives to make attending a 
Superleague event attractive. We pay 
tow/show money to all member teams. We 
offer races with bonus points toward the 
year-end championship. And we work to 
keep travel costs down, with discounted 
hotel rates.”

Staying Afloat
Whatever the uncertainties of the 

market, said Polli, “the service part of 
the industry is doing fairly well. We don’t 
see many new hulls being built for racing 
these days, but our teams do a really 
good job of recycling older race boats. 
As for engines, I would use the word 
rebuild rather than upgrade. Most of the 
OPA teams will rebuild the engine over 
the winter and then just make repairs as 
needed throughout the season.”

“The best opportunities are probably in 
the service industry,” agreed Tomlinson. 
“We don’t see a lot of new construction for 
a while, especially in offshore. But there 

is a definite need for people to keep their 
boats running.”

Price said, “The recession has created 
a near feeding frenzy in the used-boat 
market, with used boats and repo’s selling 
at record lows. This has helped the refur-
bishing business quite a bit.” At the same 
time, “racers are stretching the boats they 
have. The desire to go faster still burns 
bright, and racers are still making equip-
ment upgrades. Cubic inches is the name 
of the game, so new rebuilds, rotating 
assemblies, cylinder heads, and exhaust 
systems are strong sellers.”

Hardin provides “the ‘marine-ization’ 
products to turn an automotive perfor-
mance engine into a river or marine per-
formance engine. “We are the crossover 
connection that provides the compo-
nents that allow an automotive engine 
builder to service a marine clientele. 
We offer everything from motor mounts 
to cooling systems, bellhousings, the 

list goes on.”
“New boat sales are down over 60 

percent,” added McInnis. “Boaters are 
keeping their boats longer, and they 
will spend $40,000–$60,000 to rebuild 
engines and upgrade hardware, instead 
of $400,000–$900,000 on a new boat. 
Those upgrades may consist of new cyl-
inder head packages, a turbocharger 
or supercharger, or a total rebuild for 
bigger power.”

“Performance levels are increasing,” 
Aeromotive’s Powell noted, “therefore 
product quality is expected to keep pace. 
We have taken an entire line of perfor-
mance automotive products, qualified 
them for marine use, and even certi-
fied them with the US Coast Guard. We 
changed the coatings to provide a quality, 
corrosion-resistant finish, to ensure per-
formance in such a harsh environment. 
When it comes to marine fuel systems, 
there tends to be a lack of understanding 
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that the entire system is just as critical as 
the fuel pump. More often than we’d like 
to see, the fuel pump is swapped out to 
meet the demands of the engine; but the 
rest of the system—that is, the filters, fuel 
line, pickup tube, etc.—are not upgraded 
to meet the demands of the new pump.” 
The result can be “catastrophic.”

Hawkins also sees opportunity in 
upgrading engines for people who, in 
better times, would be shopping for a 
new boat. Ilmor builds a marine V10 
based on the Dodge Viper engine, in 
550-, 650-, and 725-horsepower ver-
sions. “We custom paint them and try 
to make them as individual as we can,” 
Hawkins noted, “to make them look like 
one-off show engines. We race them in 
Europe in the UIM. Last year, we were 
Super Sport champions. We like to say 
that we don’t build race engines, but we 
race the engines we build.

“But we also take the old engines, 

refurbish and re-sell them, and we sell 
higher-power engines in their place,” he 
continued. “There are lots of entry-level 
people fishing for used engines.” And 
even “entry-level” has been re-defined: 
“It used to be 500–600 horsepower; now 
they are buying 300–400 horsepower just 
to get into a boat.” Meanwhile, experi-
enced boaters will trade in a 500-horse-
power engine for a 700-horsepower 
engine—“where before they would have 
just bought a brand-new 700-horsepower 
boat. It forces you to focus on your cus-
tomer service, to make sure your service 
is top-notch, so you keep the customers 
you have. You make them your stars. You 
follow them around—while you chase 
every lead, every job you can get.”

Similar to the auto racing market, 
people aren’t being as frivolous with their 
money in the powerboat racing market 
either, noted George Pataki from ARS 
Marine in Fox Lake, Illinois. “We’re getting 

a lot or restoration jobs of older boats 
because they don’t have the money to 
spend on a brand new boat, and we can 
rebuild their old one and restore it and 
everything to today’s hot rod standards,” 
he explained.

ARS Marine primarily works on hot 
rod jet boats. “We get a lot of jet pump 
work, we do motors, fiberglass work, and 
everything all the way down to the trailer. 
Some of the older boats, the wood floors 
are rotted out so we cut all that out and 
replace it with new stuff,” Pataki said.

“These days you need to be well diver-
sified,” he added. “That’s about the best 
thing to do in the hot rod boat area. 
Whether it be fiberglass work or welding 
or engine building, you’ve got to be able 
to do it all. That’s the only way I think you 
can be profitable right now.”

Gale Banks Engineering of Azusa, 
California, is looking to the future with an 
emphasis on high-performance marine 
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diesels. “Due in part to the slowdown 
in high-performance recreational boat 
sales,” said Matt Hill, “we have focused 
our efforts on government applications, 
where there is still a strong interest in 
high-performance diesel engines to meet 
ever-more-difficult mission objectives. 
This effort will lead directly to improve-
ments in recreational products through 
testing in extreme-duty applications well 
beyond what most boaters would ever 
face. We already see quite a bit of inter-
est from domestic builders who need a 
high-performance, responsive diesel for 
the export market. Our sequential Super-
Turbo marine diesel, which will be avail-
able in 2010, meets this need with more 
than 800 hp available.”

Full Speed Ahead
In the meantime, however, today’s 

spark-ignition marine racers “look for 
reliable power,” said Polli. “Since we run 
bracket classes, most of the motors are 

fairly mild, and will last a season with 
only minor maintenance between races. 
Offshore racing has always been the ulti-
mate proving ground for new technology 
and some of our teams will try anything to 
get a small advantage. Props, engines, 
steering systems, communications 
systems, and even onboard telemetry” 
are all hot areas for development. 

“All forms of boat racing will come back 
gradually,” Tomlinson predicted. “We 
were hurt in ’74 by the gas shortage, in 
the early ’80s by high interest rates, and 
now by the recession/depression. It has 
always come back. As people get back 
on their feet and start making money 
again, the allure of fast boats and the 
challenge of piloting a race boat over a 
constantly changing surface will draw 
them back to the sport. Some of the race 
boats on the sideline now will be dusted 
off and brought back out, or sold to new 
competitors. It will get better.” 	 z

According to those interviewed, while purchases 
of new boats may be down right now due to 
the economy, this provides an increased sales 
opportunity to those who offer services to the 
marine market, particularly with engine rebuilds. 
One contact explained, “Racers are stretching 
the boats they have. The desire to go faster still 
burns bright, and racers are still making equip-
ment upgrades. Cubic inches is the name of the 
game, so new rebuilds, rotating assemblies, 
cylinder heads, and exhaust systems are strong 
sellers.” Photo courtesy of Offshore Super Series 
Powerboat Racing Association.
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